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Abstract 
 
Through explanatory narrative analysis, we find the process of blogging noteworthy 
in lending itself to pre-service teachers’ professional learning in at least two 
significant ways. Firstly, blogging can open the potential for collaboration through the 
discursive space that exists for student teachers as they negotiate the demands placed 
upon them from school-based and University-based elements of their course. 
Secondly, blogging appears compatible with a narrative conception of professional 
learning in which pre-service teachers work collaboratively towards improved 
synthesis and understanding of their past and present pedagogical experiences, 
conceptions and beliefs, personalising their passage into the profession.  
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1 Collaboration and personalisation in teacher education 
The aim of this research was to explore the potential of blogging as a hub for a 
dynamic knowledge ecology amongst pre-service teachers, which could be supportive 
of their professional learning and provide them with the opportunity to synthesise 
their university and school-based experiences. Thus, our research addressed the 
question: How can student teachers’ use of blogging yield a collaborative and 
personalised approach to their professional learning? This also begs the question of 
why collaboration and personalisation are seen as central to effective professional 
learning. 
 
In the context of initial teacher education, we define professional learning as a 
complex process of becoming or identity formation, that is both collaborative and 
personal. A corpus of research literature attests to the importance of both 
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collaboration and personalisation in professional learning, not as separate entities but, 
as inherently interrelated aspects (Schön, 1983; Shulman & Shulman, 2004; Darling 
Hammond, 2010). Putnam and Borko (2000) emphasise the situated nature of 
professional learning, building on conceptualisations of knowledge as distributed 
within communities of practice as individuals grow into the various legitimised and 
reified ways of being (Lave &Wenger, 1991; Pea, 1993). But Putnam and Borko 
(2000) also note that, even within models that emphasise the socially situated and 
distributed model of cognition, professional learning is not uni-directional as “the 
community, too, changes through the ideas and ways of thinking its new members 
bring to the discourse” (p.5). In reviewing a decade of research into teacher 
professional development in this journal, Avalos (2011) notes that the “power of 
teacher co-learning emerges very strongly from the studies reviewed”, but that “prior 
beliefs” and “perceptions of self efficacy” were equally important factors (p.17). 
Similarly, Cheng and Wu more recently (2016) reiterate the reciprocity of both 
individual and social affordances, as key aspects of effective professional learning 
communities. 
 
We do not contest the socially situated nature of professional learning. We argue that 
it is the relationship between collaboration and personalisation that offers particularly 
fertile ground for understanding the complex change processes that may, or may not, 
occur at the level of the person. From this perspective, there are strong imperatives for 
examining professional learning as an anthropomorphic process, as such approaches 
can help to “unveil the role of emotions in change” (Avolos, 2011, p.11). Indeed, the 
recognition of anthropomorphic perspectives have in the past been advanced by 
proponents of reflection in and on practice with evidence of certain advantages such 
as, inter alia, deeper understanding of professional practice including the 
authentication or challenging of teacher ideals and beliefs (Schön, 1983; Killeavey & 
Moloney, 2010). Similarly, Eraut (1994) identifies the risk of not preparing teachers 
to reflect on and theorize about their professional practice, stating that without these 
important dispositions they may “become prisoners of their early school experience” 
(p.71). 
 
Thus, another imperative for further investigation of the nature of the relationship 
between collaboration and personalisation, and the ways in which blogging can 
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support these in Initial Teacher Education [ITE]1, is a tendency towards the 
marginalisation of the importance of theory and reflection in recent global education 
reforms and ITE policy. The United Kingdom (UK) government’s education white 
paper (DfE, 2010) conceptualised teacher education as a craft to be learnt 
predominantly ‘on the job’ from established practitioners. McNamara, Murray and 
Jones (2014) note the political aspiration in England, as in some other countries, is to 
shift control of ITE away from universities and into a more market-led mixed 
economy of providers, where schools become the central lead. Similarly, the 
emergence and promotion of programmes with minimal if any higher education input, 
such as Teach First (UK) and Teach for America (US), has further marginalised the 
importance of reflection in teacher education. For example, Kretchmar and Zeichner 
(2016) characterise such reforms as based on the “belief that teaching is merely a 
technical skill” and report a certain enmity towards educational theory amongst 
proponents of what they term “teacher preparation 2.0” (p.423). Thus, we argue, there 
is a need to restate what we know to be the importance of reflection and theory in 
professional learning as well as, a need to investigate new opportunities for promoting 
such dispositions, where appropriate, through the use of digital technologies.  
 
These are some of the broader research aims and concerns that permeated this study 
during a time of unprecedented change in approach and policy towards ITE in 
England, but what of blogging and what it could yield for student teachers’ 
professional learning? 
2 Symbiosis between blogging and professional learning 
As a cultural process, blogging belongs to a trend of increasing ‘personalisation’ of 
the web itself and ‘personalisation’ of the way people engage with the web through 
mobile devices (Downes, 2004; Traxler, 2010; Wood, 2012; Deng & Yuen, 2013; 
Scanlon, 2014; Macià & García, 2016). Blogging, we argue, offers a different vision 
to the common productivity memes in higher education often associated with 
technologies such as Massive Open Online Courses [MOOCs] (Barber, Donnelly & 
Rizvi, 2013; Ng’ambi, 2015). Giving voice to the personal in a public arena, there is 																																																								1	Initial	Teacher	Education	(ITE)	is	a	generic	term	used	in	the	UK	to	describe	the	various	pre-service	routes	into	the	teaching	profession	and	qualified	teacher	status.	It	is	sometimes	referred	to	as	Initial	Teacher	Training	(ITT).	In	this	paper	we	use	ITE.		
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the opportunity for collaboration in the exchange of ideas and experience; a 
favourable condition for the generation and building of professional knowledge and 
understanding. This is not about scaling-up education in terms of access, reach and 
delivery that characterise econometric models based merely on knowledge duplication 
(Department for Education [DfE], 2016). In blogging, we see the potential for 
developing a model of professional learning based on the practices of collaboration 
and personalisation; that is, harnessing the connectivity offered by the web to 
construct new professional knowledge ecologies. How this potential may be realised, 
remains contested. Killeavey and Moloney (2010) concluded that, whilst established 
professional communities can benefit from the use of such online networks, it is 
unlikely that “a supportive community can be initiated” merely through blogging 
(p.1075). In a more recent review of online networks and teacher professional 
development, Macià and García (2016) call for more research into how participation 
in online networks such as blogs, “influence the depth of teachers’ learning and 
reflection” (p.305).  
 
In a professional knowledge ecology, we argue, factors are held in an interdependent 
relationship. An ecology can be conceived as a dynamic system of multiple 
contingencies for both more and less desirable outcomes. This begs the question; what 
contingencies for beginner teachers’ professional learning might be fostered by the 
introduction of blogging? To address this, we need to examine the potential symbiosis 
between the established characteristics of blogging and professional learning; that is, 
how blogging and professional learning can be mutually supportive. 
 
Van Merriënboer (2016) argues that knowledge which is often compartmentalised in 
higher education courses is often not compatible with professional preparation. 
Teachers, for example, are required to develop “a highly integrated knowledge base, 
organized in interrelated networks of cognitive schemas” (Van Merriënboer, 2016, 
p.20). That is, teachers integrate knowledge (for example, a priori, procedural, 
conceptual) from across numerous domains including, inter alia; subject disciplines, 
pedagogy, child development, child protection and safeguarding, school contexts, and 
government education policy. The real-life challenges student teachers face in 
developing their professional identities and pedagogical practice are also susceptible 
to the influence, not only of their own attitudes and values, but also others in the 
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community of practice (Wenger, 1998). Biesta (2007) argues that education is a moral 
endeavour in which individuals make judgements and choices about teaching based 
upon their attitudes and beliefs, at least as much as they do on an agreed and shared 
pedagogical evidence base. This brings into play the affective domains. Studies of 
mentoring in teacher education in the UK and internationally have found that the 
various power relationships can render the position of student teacher as vulnerable 
and unstable (Lasky, 2005; Leaton Gray, 2006; McIntyre & Hobson, 2016; Cheng & 
Wu, 2016). From this perspective, the development of dispositions such as resilience, 
openness to collaboration, and a willingness to critically reflect on one’s own and 
others’ practice, are problematic. In short, the ecology in which the beginning teacher 
has to learn is complex and unpredictable. In the light of such vulnerability, what 
desirable contingencies might emerge for student teachers from the symbiosis of 
blogging and professional learning? 
 
This particular vulnerability of the student teacher and the ecology they inhabit, gives 
several researchers cause to argue that teachers need benign spaces in which to 
explore their emergent teacher identities (Luehmann, 2007; McIntyre & Hobson, 
2016). Cheng and Wu (2016) argue that effective professional learning communities 
are those in which “individuals and their community are engaged in a benignly 
reciprocal interaction” (p.63). Similarly, McIntyre and Hobson (2016) in their 
examination of the role of secondary school (11-16 years) subject-based mentors of 
beginning teachers in England drew on Bhabha’s (1994, p.56) concept of “third 
space” which is defined as an “in-between space” where beginning teachers can 
explore their emergent professional identities and practices with significantly reduced 
fears of judgement. The importance of such liminality as a contingency for the 
positive development of professional identity and learning was also associated with 
blogs in a study carried out by Wood in the UK (2012), who found that blogging 
offered liminality for secondary school Geography student teachers. According to 
Wood (2012), blogs offered these student teachers a space in which to extend 
conceptual understanding in their subject domain and further their understanding of 
pedagogy. But Wood (2012) also found evidence of teacher identity and voice, 
gaining expression through the process of blogging. Indeed, whilst Macià and 
García’s (2016) comprehensive international review of teacher online communities 
and networks, found teachers preferred face-to-face professional learning 
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communities, conversely, feelings of professional isolation, together with “recovering 
and nurturing one’s identity as an apprentice,” were found to be significant motivating 
factors for online participation (p.303).  
 
Another aspect that indicates a potentially positive symbiosis between the process of 
blogging and the complex nature of professional learning, concerns the way both rely 
on a chronology that transcends, yet potentially also connects, significant moments in 
time, whether from the university-based lecture theatre, the school-based classroom, 
or even beyond both of these. We argue that a narrative view of professional learning 
(Bruner, 1986; Polkinghorne, 1988; Reisman, 2008; Goodson & Lindblad, 2010; 
Goodson 2013), recognises the importance of interleaving as a key contingency for 
reflection and connection that can lead to further development. Wood (2012), notes 
the potential of the medium to “allow individuals to personalise their passage into 
teacher identity” (p.87). Blogs offer the potential to punctuate the chronological 
passage of time, as the personalised experiences of teachers’ professional journeys are 
shaped into an ongoing narrative of professional development (Pachler & Daly, 2009; 
Wood, 2012; Deng and Yuen 2013; Macià & García, 2016). Pachler and Daly (2009) 
concur, finding the process of professional blogging to be significant as participants 
were prompted to “assemble meaning independently and make a coherent whole out 
of the narratives they encounter” (p.15).    
 
Pachler and Daly (2009) concur with Wood’s view (2012) of blogs as a nexus for a 
wider view of professional learning, but they also identify the opportunity for greater 
agency in a narrative process of meaning-making. This is important because, as we 
noted earlier, pre-service teachers are required to develop and integrate an eclectic 
range of knowledge and experience across various domains and contexts. The 
processing, critical examination and synthesis of such knowledge, experience and 
belief is vital if they are to make meaning, and gain insights about their own role as 
teachers, including the assumptions and beliefs that they bring to this process. Blogs 
can be seen to lend themselves to the synthesis and development of knowledge, 
experience and beliefs through their potential for open dialogue between participants 
across geographical and temporal contexts or sites; university, school, home, past, 
present, can all be brought into focus through the focal point of the blog. Other 
evidence, however, suggests that realising this potential is complex and involves a 
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number of factors such as sociability and the establishment of common ground 
amongst participants (Preece, 2000; Killeavey & Moloney, 2010). Nevertheless, 
Scanlon (2014) draws attention to the “increased emphasis on openness” afforded by 
digital scholarship through blogs and similar tools, which she argues are now “part of 
the changed landscape for teachers and researchers” (p.14). This is a landscape that 
would seem to offer contingency for dialogue and collaboration through both 
resource, and “support network building” (Kerawalla, Minocha, Kirkup & Conole, 
2008, p.24). Collaboration and community amongst practitioners are seen as vital 
elements in teachers’ professional learning. As Cochrane-Smith and Lytle (2009) 
argue, the community of practitioners is where knowledge is “made public and 
opened up to the scrutiny of others” (p.41).  
 
Our review of the literature on teacher education, and blogging in particular, led us to 
concur with Macià and García’s conclusions (2016) that further research is needed to 
examine the contingencies that both, encourage online participation for professional 
learning through the personalisation and collaboration afforded by blogs, and also 
how such participation might influence the “depth of teachers’ learning and 
reflection” (p.305).  Consequently, we also saw this as a problem of pedagogical 
design. 
3 Methods 
3.1 Pedagogical design 
Based upon our review of the literature, and our assumptions that personalisation and 
collaboration are desirable contingencies for professional learning in teachers, our 
research and pedagogical problem was how to design an approach to blogging that 
could yield a collaborative and personalised approach to professional learning in the 
preparation of teachers, and where this would sit within the overall course structure. 
As already noted, our aim was to use professional blogging as a vehicle to help 
student teachers construct a meaningful narrative of professional development, 
combining their university and school-based learning and development. The shifts in 
ITE policy in England (DfE, 2010) discussed hitherto, meant a change in the amount 
of time student teachers, on the Post Graduate Certificate in Education [PGCE] 
primary (5 – 11 years), spent in school and university-based training to achieve 
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Qualified Teacher Status (QTS). PGCE Primary student teachers had up until this 
change in policy spent equal time (50/50) in school and university, but were now 
required to spend two thirds of their time in school and one third in university during 
their 10-month intensive course. The overall design of the course prompted by this 
shift is illustrated in Appendix A. The reduction in the time available for university-
based work, led us to consider blogs as a way of maximising both the time and space 
for student reflection and study. Subsequently, we developed a module – EV682 
Contemporary Issues in Teaching and Learning – that brought together an eclectic 
mix of content and approaches from various domains such as Education Studies, 
computing, and technology-supported learning. As can be seen from Appendix A, this 
module was conducted and concluded in the first term of the whole course during a 
period of approximately four months (September – December), in which students’ 
time was divided fairly evenly between weekly school-based and university-based 
learning.  
 
The module involved whole-cohort lectures and guest keynote lectures, smaller 
seminar sessions and guided blogging tasks, with follow up online discussion via the 
WordPress comment facility on each blog. Student teachers were assigned to smaller 
collaborative blogging groups (3-4 students) by tutors. Tutors aimed for a balance of 
genders in the smaller blog groups but this was not always possible due to the gender 
imbalance of the whole cohort. Each group was asked to post four blog posts outside 
of university classes, spread throughout the term in response to the following themes, 
which were also introduced and picked up in lectures and seminars thus: 
 
1. September post: First thoughts on teaching and learning 
2. October post: Theories of teaching and learning (behaviourism, constructivism and 
social constructivism) 
3. Early November post: Safeguarding and online safety 
4. Late November post: Digital literacy and education 
 
 After a blog was posted, other members of their assigned group responded to their 
post using the comment tool. Blogging groups were assigned by tutors to ensure that 
the blogging activities were conceived firstly as a professional task. The university 
tutors involved in the module had their own tutor blog that acted as a satellite site for 
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content (lecture notes and presentations), with links to all of the student teacher blogs. 
An outline of the aims, intended learning outcomes, indicative content and assessment 
task for this module, are outlined in Appendix B.  
 
An important point to note from the pedagogical design of the module, is that the 
blogging activities and follow up comments from other members of the assigned 
blogging group, formed an integral part of the module assessment. Others have 
identified the phenomenon of blogging avoidance (Kerewalla et al., 2008; Deng & 
Yuen, 2013). Deng and Yuen (2013) in their study with pre-service teachers in Hong 
Kong, associated this with a voluntary approach to blogging and a “perceived lack of 
assessment as a demotivating factor” (p.347). In light of this issue, we took what we 
believed was the most ethical position available in our particular professional context, 
which was that student teachers should not be asked to voluntarily commit their time 
on such a short and intensive course, to activities that were not assessed as a 
significant element of their professional learning. We realised this could have its own 
impact and limitations on the research outcomes, but that it would not invalidate the 
research findings. Indeed, if blogging is to be used to support beginning teachers’ 
professional learning, then it is vital to understand the dynamics involved in 
positioning it as a key pedagogical strategy that is also given value by tutors and 
students teachers, and therefore assessed. We also assumed, the fact that the module 
was marked on a pass/fail basis as opposed to students receiving an individual 
percentage grade, would lend itself to a more collaborative pedagogical design and 
assessment.     
3.2 Research design and conduct 
We used a narrative methodology, as we were predominantly interested in the 
subjective and perceptual perspectives of the student teachers’ experience of blogging 
and their professional learning. Narrative methodologies often involve the analysis of 
participant stories, where several in-depth interviews are used to elicit biographical 
data (Polkinghorne, 1988 & 1995; Chase, 2005; Goodson, 2013; Turvey, 2013). 
However, narrative methodologies can also take the form of explanatory narrative 
research where narrative is used as a device for analysing the data (Polkinghorne, 
1988; Pachler, Cook & Bradley, 2009). As Pachler et al., (2009) state, such narrative 
analysis is an “iterative and inductive approach in which the ‘story’ is allowed to 
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emerge through systematic analysis and categorisation of available data in discussion 
with other researchers” (p.81). The intense nature of the 10-month PGCE course 
meant that ethically, we could not expect participants to take part in several in-depth 
interviews, without this potentially impacting detrimentally upon their success with 
the course. It is acknowledged that such compromises led to limitations, but as 
Schostak notes all methods ultimately form “data into a shape that fits” (Schostak, 
2006, p.141). The use of blogs over a period of 4 months, combined with focus group 
interviews and other documentation such as an end of course survey, did provide us 
with enough rich data to establish an authentic explanatory narrative that privileged 
participant perspectives but also supported a rigorous process of analysis 
(Polkinghorne, 1988). 
 
151 student teachers were enrolled on the Post Graduate Certificate in Education 
(PGCE) Primary course (5-11 year olds) that started in September 2013. Data was 
gathered after the completion of the course through 4 different approaches: 
 
• Two student focus group (SFG) interviews (16 students in total) 
• Content analysis of collaborative blogs (CB) (10 randomly selected blogs) 
• Course survey - given to whole cohort at the end of the course in July. 
Documentary data (CS) (63 respondents) 
• Interviews with module team (IMT) (8 lecturers)  
 
This paper draws on the data from the student focus groups (SFG), the content 
analysis of the blogs (CB) and the qualitative data from the course survey (CS). For 
ethical reasons, the selection of participants for the focus groups and subsequent 
collection and analysis of data was conducted after the completion of the module and 
after the students had received their graded (pass/fail) assignment feedback. Research 
activity began in March 2014 – after the completion and assessment of the module - 
with a call for participants to take part in two focus group interviews. 16 students 
volunteered and participated in 2 focus group interviews that lasted 41 and 43 minutes 
respectively. They were semi-structured to enable the students to make their own 
observations and share their own views about the experience of blogging, whilst also 
enabling us to focus on our interest in the relationship between the process of 
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blogging and professional learning. The focus group interviews were then transcribed 
which enabled us to carry out a thematic analysis.  
 
In the next phase of the research 10 blogs were randomly selected and a qualitative 
content analysis was carried out on the blogs (CB), using the themes generated from 
the focus group interviews. Whilst some of the randomly selected blogs contained 
participants from the student focus groups, others contained none. Whilst a closer 
match of participants between the two sources of data would have aided triangulation, 
it would have required further resources to carry out a content analysis of significantly 
more blogs. Consequently, our decision to randomly select 10 blogs was motivated by 
pragmatic concerns. Again, whilst it is acknowledged that this limited our capacity to 
triangulate, it nevertheless remained compatible with our inductive approach to the 
generation and analysis of the themes. We were interested in how the themes might or 
might not be manifest within the student teachers’ actual blogs more generally, to 
explore further the relationship between the process of blogging and the student 
teachers’ professional learning in school, university and beyond.  
4 Analysis and findings 
We initially analysed the audio recordings of the focus group interviews, with a 
computer software programme2 designed to support	qualitative	and	mixed	methods	research,	as	a	starting	point	in	helping	us	to	find	insights	and	themes	in	the	unstructured	data.	We	then	searched	for	and	confirmed	these	themes	within	the	transcripts	of	the	student	focus	groups.	Both	stages	involved	negotiated	co-coding. 
 
Four themes emerged from these stages of our analysis of the focus group interview 
sessions which are defined in Table 1 below: 
 
 
 
																																																								2	QSR	International:	‘NVivo	is	software	that	supports	qualitative	and	mixed	methods	research.	It’s	designed	to	help	you	organize,	analyse	and	find	insights	in	unstructured,	or	qualitative	data	like:	interviews,	open-ended	survey	responses,	articles,	social	media	and	web	content.’		
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Theme Characteristics 
 
Belonging 
 
Student teachers are seen to be uniquely positioned in terms of being not 
school and not university based but display strong sense of belonging to a 
student teacher community. 
Journeying  Growth in professional identity as students display or refer to changes in 
their conceptual understanding/beliefs/confidence about teaching and 
learning through critical reflection on their experiences. 
Situating Student teachers engage with wider discourses. For example, they reflect 
on and make connections between how theory and policy is perceived to 
be played out in practice. 
Connecting In which the process of collaborative blogging and the medium itself 
appears significant in its capacity to provide a vehicle for the expression 
and synthesis of narratives of professional learning. 
 
Table 1: Themes that emerged from analysis of student teacher focus groups (SFG). 
 
We acknowledge that the four themes in Table 1 are inevitably a ‘best fit’ in 
organisation to some extent. The comments from students could have been linked 
with more than one of these or with others not included, such as ‘confidence’ or 
‘caring’ or ‘professionalism’ itself, but our analysis of the data as narrative, led us to 
believe that these four themes best represented what came from the focus groups. 
Some of the themes have been identified previously within the literature on pre-
service teachers and teachers, as discussed alongside the analysis of data below.  
 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, we found that the application of the themes to the content 
analysis of the blogs (CB) was not straightforward, in that content from blog posts 
and the follow-up comments from other student teachers, often cut across more than 
one theme. This prompted us to try to capture this thematic complexity in a way that 
facilitated our analysis further (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Conceptual model used to facilitate qualitative content analysis of blogs  
 
We considered the data in relation to the model in Figure 1. The closer towards the 
centre of the conceptual model that data is located, the more it appears to cut across 
and synthesise with more than one of the themes, lending itself to a narrative analysis. 
Using an explanatory narrative analysis enabled us to keep the integrity of the data 
intact rather than generate the further abstraction of themes (Polkinghorne, 1988 & 
1995; Chase, 2005; Goodson, 2013; Turvey, 2013). The model enabled us to explore 
the connections between these themes and to develop an explanatory narrative 
analysis of the data; that is, the story of the various sources of data was allowed to 
emerge, to reach an agreed interpretation (Polkinghorne, 1988; Pachler, et al., 2009).  
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In our presentation of the analysis that follows, we draw firstly on some of the student 
focus group data (SFG) to show how the themes were generated from this. We then 
focus our attention on the content analysis of the student teachers’ collaborative blogs 
(CB). When data from the blogs is presented, it is tagged with a number and a letter. 
Each collaborative blog (3-4 student teachers) was assigned a number to aid the 
random selection of 10 blogs. Within this, each of the students was assigned a letter to 
identify their contribution to the collaborative blog. This section is then concluded 
with the presentation of some of the qualitative data from the course survey (CS), to 
highlight and analyse some of the issues raised by those student teachers who found 
the approach using blogging to be problematic and in particular, how this highlighted 
tensions between collaboration and personalisation.   
4.1 Belonging 
The theme of Belonging (Table 1) was explicit in the focus group data. The student 
teachers in both focus groups made regular reference to how much they valued 
collaborating with each other to share their ideas.  
 
The importance of a sense of belonging is a common theme in the literature on 
teachers and teacher education, and professional identities more generally. Baumeister 
and Leary (1995) argue that the need to belong is fundamental to human motivation, 
while Deci and Ryan, (2000) identify ‘belonging’ as a necessary condition for all 
psychological growth, integrity and well-being. Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2011) 
consider teachers’ feelings of belonging to the school where they are teaching, and 
conclude that this in some ways mirrors students’ sense of belonging within their 
school, which has been shown elsewhere to be positively related to both motivation 
(Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Goodenow & Grady, 1993), and satisfaction (McMahon, 
Parnes, Keys & Viola, 2008; Shochet, Dadds, Ham & Montague, 2006). Fox and 
Wilson (2015) recognise the way in which relationships with tutors, practising 
teachers and other students can enhance trainee teachers' sense of belonging to the 
profession. A study of secondary teacher education (McNally, Cope, Inglis & 
Stronach, 1994), identified recognition by teachers as colleagues and confirmation of 
teacher status by pupils, as the major dimensions of student teachers’ own developing 
sense of ‘belonging’ to the teaching community. Becoming part of a community of 
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practice (Wenger, 1998) is clearly not only about gaining specific knowledge and 
skills, but also a process of ‘becoming’ a particular kind of person through 
‘belonging’ to a professional community (Wenger, 1998).  
 
 
The data from the focus group interview sessions with our students, demonstrate a 
strong sense of belonging through shared responsibility, as well as recognition that 
their shared identity as student teachers represents an opportunity to learn from each 
other’s experiences as well as their own, as illustrated by the following comments: 
 
‘I think the blog has made me active in terms of discussing/researching professional 
development with others through blogs, twitter etc.’  
 
‘Being able to share ideas and read others’ blogs not just writing essays for only one 
tutor to read, made me feel aware of my audience and the benefits to other PGCE 
students.’ 
 
‘The module helped me to realise how complex and constantly-changing the 
profession of teaching can be, and that to be a teacher means engaging with current 
debate. The module has made me understand my position within the profession and 
taught me to find out information to further my development.’ 
 
‘The process of collaborating to create Blogs and Web Pages has been a new and 
interesting experience. The Blogs threw light onto the range of opinions on areas of 
teaching and learning within our group.’ 
 
‘As a group we all decided very early on that inclusion of SEN pupils was of great 
interest to all three of us and we all had a personal link with this theme.’ 
(All SFG) 
 
The shared sense of responsibility seen in these extracts, was not something that was 
experienced by all students. Inevitably, there were tensions for some, as the following 
comment implies:  
 
I thought it (blogging) was good, I thought, in terms of where it can improve, all of it 
was seamless for us, it was really good, but then I heard other people clashed 
personality wise and in differing levels of, like, computer literacy (SFG) 
 
We will return to these tensions, but it was in the content analysis of the blogs that a 
sense of belonging and being uniquely positioned – as student teachers - to learn from 
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each other’s ideas and experiences, emerged more fully. For example, in student 6B’s 
and 24P’s responses below the theme of belonging is seen in how comfortable these 
two students are, expressing their views within the student teacher community, whilst 
also challenging and developing other student teachers’ points. The issues they raise 
were also situated within the wider discourses about professional practice and the 
professional responsibilities of teachers.     
 
6B - Whilst I agree with Martin that no system can filter out everything that we would 
wish our children not to see, I also think that we have more control over the internet 
within schools than previously stated. Thus, I disagree that we should have to be 
‘tolerant’ of a situation in which children may be exposed to inappropriate and 
damaging content. This is not something I feel comfortable with. (CB) 
 
24P - On the other side however, when looking at the case studies you presented in 
this blog, like Victoria Climbié and Keanu Williams3, their guardian’s intentions were 
completely twisted and manipulative. This surely initiates questions towards how 
calculated and manipulative these people were towards the schools and agencies 
involved. So maybe the signs were missed because of carefully calculated planning to 
avoid suspicion? (CB) 
 
Similarly, belonging to the community of student teachers also seemed to enable them 
to utilise their own and each others’ common or in this case different, school-based 
experiences. In the extract below this student reflects on the importance of sharing 
effective practices and resources between colleagues, after reading about another 
student teacher’s experience in the same school, thus: 
 
35V – The (literacy) strategies described in both posts are examples of many used 
within schools, and are often used with great success. However, I think it is extremely 
important for these strategies to be used consistently across all classes within schools. 
Beth’s example of the use of literacy cards may have given positive results within her 
class, but, having been on placement in the same school, I have seen neither these 
cards nor any circle time sessions in my base class. (CB) 
 
In summary, the sense of belonging and being uniquely placed as student teachers 
seemed to play an important role in enabling the students to share their own 
personalised professional concerns and experiences, as well as feel part of the wider 																																																								3	Two	children	who	were	victims	of	the	failure	of	the	system	for	their	care	in	the	UK,	and	who	tragically	died	in	the	years	2000	and	2011	respectively.	
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student teacher community. That is, the greater the sense of belonging that the student 
teachers expressed or seemed to feel, the more easily they were able to collaborate 
and share their personal beliefs and understanding as they evolved.  
4.2 Journeying 
As identified in Table 1 above, the theme of Journeying encapsulated what we 
interpreted to be the gradual growth of student teachers’ professional identity, through 
changes in their conceptual understanding of aspects of teaching and learning, along 
with changes to their attitudes, beliefs and confidence. That is, the personalising of 
their journey and professional formation. The metaphor and framework of the journey 
has often been invoked in research accounts of education and the education of 
teachers (Mansfield & Volet, 2010; Gatti & Calalano, 2015). Wenger (1998) argued 
that as “we define who we are by where we have been and where we are going,” 
(p.149) we move through a succession of forms of participation. As we participate, 
“our identities form trajectories, both within and across communities of practice” (p. 
154). These trajectories may be: ‘peripheral’ (at the edge of the community, not fully 
a member but contributing to one’s identity) or ‘inbound’ (joining the community 
with the intent of becoming a full participant), which can be seen in the data from the 
focus groups and the blogs in our study. Later trajectories can be characterised as 
‘insider’, ‘boundary’ or ‘outbound’ but these first two (peripheral and inbound), sit 
well with our notion of Journeying for students preparing to become teachers. 
 
Elements of change in the ‘Journey’ towards being a teacher were quite often 
evidenced through blog posts in which the students acknowledged being surprised by 
an observation they had made, but these changes were often subtle as opposed to 
representing a radical change of direction in their thinking. The response below from 
student 6B for example, illustrates this phenomenon in that she is responding to a 
whole cohort lecture about theories of learning, in which she was introduced to 
notions such as behaviourism, constructivism and social constructivism. She connects 
what she has learnt about these theories in university with her experience in her 
current school, coming to what she feels is a surprising conclusion, that there is 
evidence that teachers draw upon aspects of all theories of learning. 
	
6B- I have been surprised by the influence that these thinkers and theories have had 
on modern day education. There seems to be, in my school at least, no one way of 
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going about teaching. Our teachers seem informed by all methods, taking into 
account the role of the teacher as key to transmitting knowledge, but also to 
scaffolding. Children are passive at points, but active and individual at others. (CB) 
 
Here ‘inbound’ or ‘peripheral’ positioning appeared to prompt an adjustment in her 
thinking in relation to theories of teaching and learning. Another feature of this theme 
of Journeying, was the connection that many student teachers made with their own 
experiences as learners, either at school or, in previous roles as helpers or teaching 
assistants in schools; or indeed as parents, as illustrated in the following extracts from 
student teachers’ blog posts and comments: 
 
6C - What’s clear to me from my own kids’ experience is that, while ICT provides a 
fundamental context for their learning, it nonetheless presents a solipsistic and 
asocial world which rubs against the notion of a shared learning environment, and as 
such must be used selectively and appropriately, and not as an end in itself.  
 
18F - I know from having experiences where a child has disclosed something to me 
and I had to take it further to the deputy head at the time. They worked around the 
clock and did everything in their power (which actually is a great deal seeing as the 
files that are shared are seen by police, doctors, teachers and social workers). 
 
21H - Throughout my own education I believe I absorbed more information and 
gained more knowledge while learning through social constructivism, being able to 
informally and formally discuss and research ideas behind subjects allowed me to 
think more clearly. 
 
21G - It is easy to say that Skinner’s behaviourist theory has been undermined and 
overtaken by the more recent constructivist theories but there are elements of his 
positive reinforcement theory that I do agree with. When my teacher praised me for 
good work or behaviour, I felt motivated to work harder and achieve more which 
resulted in me learning more in school. 
         (All CB) 
In each of these extracts, student teachers reference their own prior experiences in 
making sense of the current concerns and ideas they are discussing and confronting. 
Their ‘inbound’ trajectories as becoming teachers cut across other prior and parallel 
identities (Wenger, 1998) as parent, teaching assistant or school child, prompting a 
revisiting of and in some cases an adjustment to their past experiences. In other blog 
extracts, there was evidence of a much more significant sense of professional growth 
and development, as the students made reference to key moments of realisation either 
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about their achievements on the course, in relation to their university based 
experiences, or the development of their school-based pedagogical practice. For 
example: 
 
22K - And finally the question of “What is my Teaching Self?” emerged. This was an 
epiphany for me! There was the sudden realisation that I should develop my own 
teaching style and not attempt to be anyone other than myself. 
 
22L - If you told me 12 weeks ago I would be tweeting, blogging, programming, 
Scratching and creating a puppet show I would have taken some convincing. 
 
22J - This led me to think that I need to challenge this inflexibility in my thinking, 
otherwise how will I develop the children I teach as creative, flexible thinkers? 
          (CB) 
 
In summary, the theme of Journeying revealed significant qualitative evidence of the 
various ways in which student teachers personalised the process of making meaning, 
often drawing on their past identities and experiences. This sometimes appeared as a 
continuation between their past and present experiences, whereas at other times there 
was evidence of adjustment and adaptation.   
 
4.3 Situating and connecting 
We deal with these two themes together, but again, integral to these, was the 
underlying processes of collaboration and personalisation afforded by the medium. In 
analysing the data from the perspective of these themes, student teachers’ situating of 
theory, policy and practice within wider education discourses, was often made explicit 
through their making use of the affordance of the medium to connect with other 
sources and material to inform their debate and synthesise different arguments. These 
sources included both academic and news media.  
 
The perceived disconnection in the education of teachers between the teaching of 
theory and the daily concerns of practice in school, has been a familiar theme in the 
literature of teacher education as also discussed hitherto (McCormack & Thomas, 
2003; Loughran & Russell, 2007; Zeichner, 2010). The narrative of associations that 
see theory and practice as opposites has often been challenged (Niemi, 2002; Darling-
Hammond, 2010). Unlike Allen (2009), or Sjølie (2014), we did not ask our students 
about their relationship with theory but, as demonstrated in the previous section, we 
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did find evidence of student teachers drawing on theory and practice within data from 
the blogs. The impact of centralised educational policy on student teachers’ 
understanding and practice of teaching can be difficult to clearly identify. The 
influence of said policy on practice may have been most notable in schools (Docking, 
2000; Furlong, 2001), but direct intervention in university-based Initial Teacher 
Education has also been significant (Furlong, 2005; McNamara et al., 2014). The 
influence of policy was not foregrounded in our discussions with students in the focus 
group interviews, but it is a significant feature of several posts within the blogs. 
 
The extracts that follow are all from group 43’s blog in response to a university 
lecture and discussion on issues of online safety and safeguarding. Hyperlinks to 
references, where available, were provided by the students on the blog but have been 
removed here for brevity. The extracts have been abridged to highlight connections to 
wider reading and links, and also to emphasise how the student teachers are situating 
their own views within the wider discourse. Thus:   
 
43Ae - I thought that today’s lecture on issues regarding the safeguarding and 
wellbeing of children was both engaging and thought provoking. There was an 
excellent section on e-safety that I will not go into on this blog entry and will leave to 
another member of my group to explore in their reply. Instead I will focus on 
safeguarding and wellbeing…….The Every Child Matters report of 2003 
recommended that different services (schools, local authorities, police, child 
protection services) should take a more multi-agency approach and share information 
in order to protect children. The subsequent Children Act of 2004 turned the report’s 
suggestions into legislation…………There is a school of thought that ‘therapy has 
intruded into education’ (Mintz, 2009, Has Therapy Intruded into Education?. 
Journal of Philosophy of Education, 43), and that it is not the role of teachers to be 
concerned with children’s wellbeing…….I was shocked to learn that the UK was 
bottom in an international comparison for children’s wellbeing (Unicef, 2007) and I 
agree with Wilkinson and Picket in their book “The Spirit Level” that our high levels 
of inequality has a massive influence on this. 
 
43Ac - I take up your gauntlet Ae of discussing e-safety, although I could write a 
whole dissertation on the subject! The internet is a constantly evolving public place, 
‘re-shaping (children’s) communication, identity and relationship management’ 
(Livingstone et al., 2013, p.303). In primary education this is especially difficult when 
children are developing social and emotional competencies (Coleman and Hagell, 
2007)…………I would argue that with effective strategies in place digital 
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technologies offer children agency in ‘creativity, communication and learning’ 
(Byron, 2010, p.1) in a shared community. 
 
43Ad - The timing of this blog post is relevant to a very recent news article and BBC 
(television) Panorama documentary. Former director of public prosecution has stated 
that there should be a ‘mandatory reporting’ law whereby teachers and other 
professionals should be prosecuted if they fail to report any child abuse suspicions 
(Berg & Jones, 2013)…….To me, Mintz (2009) stating that the role of the teacher is 
to educate and impart knowledge and that other services are responsible for child 
safeguarding and wellbeing is naive. 
          (CB) 
 
The student teachers in this extract, like others, situate their own views and 
developing understanding within the wider discourse of education topics, through 
reference to their wider academic reading, the news media (BBC News, Sky News, 
local news) and by utilising the medium to provide hyperlinks to these and other 
sources such as YouTube. The immediacy and connectivity of the digital medium 
appeared to support this. Also it should be noted here that despite abridging this data 
to highlight the identified themes, it is possible to detect the themes of journeying and 
belonging in this data in that there is a strong sense of belonging in this group; as 
43Ac jokes about accepting the challenge from 43Ae regarding safety. Similarly, 
43Ad responds to an argument and question presented in 43Ae’s original blog post, 
that ‘therapy has intruded into education’. In exploiting the connectivity and 
immediacy of the medium to situate their views in the wider discourse through links 
to other relevant articles or reports, personalisation and collaboration could be 
detected as they responded to each other’s challenges within their group, but also 
offered their own personal perspectives. This concurs with others’ evidence of the 
potential of blogs as a liminal and benign space in which beginning teachers can 
develop their professional voice (Wood, 2012; Macià & García, 2016). 
 
However, other blogs were less rich in terms of links to different sources and the 
wider discourse surrounding the topic. For example, Group 21’s blog and discussion, 
based on the same lecture of e-Safety and Safeguarding, provided few links to other 
sources or the wider discourse. Much of the blog post and follow up discussion tended 
to comprise descriptive agreement as these extracts illustrate: 
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21H - A word that kept coming up today was communication, whether it is between 
teacher and pupil, parent and teacher, teacher and colleagues, social worker and 
social worker or principle and teacher. 
 
21I - I agree with your recognition of the word that did crop up in the lecture a lot, 
‘communication’. This is so important in a classroom situation for everyone involved 
in creating a co-operative and enriching learning environment. However, personally I 
have found it a challenge to make the transition from coming into the classroom and 
asserting your authority as a teacher rather than as their friend. 
 
21G - I did agree with elements of the Byron Review 2008, which emphasizes the 
importance of empowering children so that they can keep themselves safe. I feel that 
this is vitally important! 
          (CB) 
 
To a certain extent, some groups had periods in which their blog posts and responses 
were less rich and appeared merely to be going through the motions of collaboration 
and personalisation, with little evidence of synthesis between theory and practice.  
 
4.4 Collaboration and personalisation Vs individualism 
As noted earlier, the process of collaborative blogging was problematic for some 
student teachers. The nature of their concerns was evidenced through our analysis of 
the end of course survey and students’ responses to questions about how the module 
could be improved. A theme that ran through some of these responses concerned the 
formal assessment of a collaborative blog, and also difficulty, for some, in seeing the 
purpose, as these survey responses (CS) from different students illustrate:  
 
The collaborative task although interesting also meant a collaborative grade which 
did mean that you relied on other students too heavily.  
 
Group work was difficult. 
 
I would prefer individual blogs instead of group blogs. 
 
I would have preferred to choose the group I worked with. 
 
More examples of what is expected of us right from the start. 
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The introduction to the task. It was a little confusing and vague and I felt lost to begin 
with! 
 
I’d have liked more guidance on how to do well in the assignment. 
          (CS) 
It is clear from these comments that the design of the module and use of collaborative 
blogging caused concern for some student teachers, taking them outside of their 
comfort zone in terms of their expectations of how they would be assessed and the 
purpose or rationale for the process. These comments in response to the survey, 
suggest a perceived disconnect for some student teachers between practice and theory 
(Loughran & Russell, 2007; Zeichner, 2010) in that their concern was meeting the 
‘expectations’ or doing ‘well in the assignment’. Teacher education in many countries 
requires pre-service teachers to demonstrate their individual competency in relation to 
a set of professional standards, often evidenced through individual portfolios. These 
factors concerning the framing of teacher education cannot be ignored and our 
evidence suggests that they played a significant role in the ways in which the 
intervention was perceived as something ‘other’ by some student teachers. For some 
student teachers, the ‘otherness’ of the pedagogical design (e.g. formally assessing a 
collaborative process and output) represented innovation that was embraced, whereas 
for others it brought uncertainty and anxiety. 
5 Discussion 
As stated earlier, the research question that we sought to address in this project is: 
How can student teachers’ use of blogging yield a collaborative and personalised 
approach to their professional learning? Blogging, in and of itself, is clearly not a 
panacea for all the challenges and potential difficulties of learning how to teach. But 
our intervention examined new terrain in researching the potential of blogging when 
implemented both as a collaborative and formally assessed design for pre-service 
teachers’ professional learning. The evidence from our study suggests that the 
formally assessed nature of the pedagogical design appeared to be a significant factor 
in relation to some student teachers’ participation (Macià & García 2016), usually 
provoking a sense of shared responsibility and individual motivation as Deng and 
Yuen (2013) hypothesised. This was most evident in the analysis through the theme 
of belonging. By formally assessing student teachers’ collaborative blogs, blogging 
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avoidance (ibid) was minimised, although not eliminated. Some tutors received 
emails from students asking for further clarifications of expectations before they 
blogged, and some students expressed anxiety about the process in their course 
survey.  
 
A formally assessed collaborative framework for blogging appeared to support 
personalisation as student teachers’ connections with, and in some cases, adjustments 
to, their a priori knowledge was made visible through the process of reflection and 
meaning-making that blogging lends itself to (Pachler & Daly, 2009; Avalos, 2011; 
Wood, 2012; Deng & Yuen 2013). This was seen mostly through the theme of 
journeying, where the analysis of blog content showed links with student teachers’ 
past experiences and, in some cases, adjustments in their thinking as their experiences 
in school or university lectures challenged their previous assumptions. In some cases, 
their previous assumptions about their own professional and personal identities 
(Wenger, 1998) were challenged, as they shared significant insights into how they had 
adjusted their view of their own beliefs, capabilities or aspirations, as in the student 
teacher who had surprised herself about her computer programming and blogging 
capabilities and her enjoyment of these, or, the student teacher who felt she had come 
to a realisation about the importance of developing her own pedagogy and being 
herself. That is, even within a formally assessed collaborative framework, blogging 
appeared to lend itself to a narrative conception of professional learning as pre-service 
teachers negotiated the process of assimilating and accommodating new knowledge 
and experiences into their existing schema (Bruner 1986; Van Merrienboer, 2016).  
 
Most significantly, we feel that this research illustrates how personalisation of the 
learning process is not an individual, self-contained pursuit. Prioritising collaboration 
in the design of the assessment, supported the student teachers and mostly led to a 
mutually productive relation between blogging and professional learning. This 
concurs with Cheng and Wu’s (2016) contention that professional learning 
communities are most effective when “individuals and their community are engaged 
in a benignly reciprocal interaction” (p.63). Playing down individualism and formally 
legitemising collaboration through blogging by designing it into the assessment 
process, explicitly recognised the importance of the student teacher community in 
terms of its nature as a third or liminal space (Bhabha, 1994; Luehmann, 2007; Wood, 
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2012; McIntyre & Hobson, 2016). Through the themes of situating, connecting and 
belonging, the data provided evidence of student teachers sharing ideas as well as 
valuing each other’s experiences and ideas as a resource for professional learning. 
This indicates that contingencies can be designed for blogging that amplify the 
significance and impact of student teachers’ unique positioning in terms of being 
neither school nor university, laying the foundations for a pedagogy of professional 
learning based upon a knowledge ecology. That is, a knowledge ecology in which 
ideas and experiences remain public and open for the analysis of others in the 
professional community of practice (Wenger, 1998; Cochrane-Smith & Lytle, 2009; 
Scanlon, 2014).  
 
We would also add, that blogs are not inherently benign spaces. Some students found 
this module challenging and felt uncomfortable with the formal assessment of their 
collaborative blogs. One of the limitations of our methodological design was that we 
were not able to explore more deeply why this was the case. In-depth interviews with 
student teachers could have provided more insight into this but were ruled out for 
sound ethical reasons as discussed above.  
 
Our research found that promoting, valuing and assessing professional collaboration 
is complex and the use of digital technologies brings added layers of complexity, as 
well as new possibilities. But we also believe it raises significant questions for teacher 
education policy and pedagogy, namely; what kind of teaching profession do we want 
to foster? For the affordances of digital technologies such as blogs to be optimised 
and promote student teachers’ active collaboration and participation in constructing 
professional knowledge ecologies, collaboration and shared knowledge construction 
need to be valued and recognised at least as equal to individual achievement and 
performance. 
 
As discussed in the introduction, and illustrated in the data, collaboration and 
personalisation are not mutually exclusive qualities but are interdependent (Putnam & 
Borko, 2000; Shulman & Shulman, 2004; Cheng & Wu, 2016). Yet, the tendency 
towards econometric (UNESCO, 2014) measures of quality based on individual 
performance, prevail in all phases of education (Alexander, 2015), and teacher 
education is no exception. Predominantly, practice in teacher education in England 
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remains fixated on grading student teachers’ individual performances in the classroom 
and in their university assignments, as they build a portfolio of individualised 
evidence to acquire professional standing (DfE, 2011). Similarly, the United States’ 
Education Department (2016) published new regulations for teacher preparation 
programmes, linking the effectiveness of teacher education to teachers’ individual 
performance beyond graduation, based on the distant proxy of pupils’ individual 
performance. Such individualised measurement of the teacher may lend itself to a 
marketized global economy of teacher ‘training’ providers. However, we have 
significant concerns that such a climate will do little to foster a self-improving 
profession able to utilise the opportunities that digital technologies could yield for 
career-long professional development, through mutual collaboration and 
personalisation based on open and critical engagement in professional dialogue and 
professional communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). 
6 Conclusion 
Contingencies for the creation of benign spaces, digital or otherwise, can be designed 
into the pedagogical detail of teacher preparation programmes. Teacher educators 
have a vital role to play in this design process. Blogs do lend themselves to such a 
role, and further research is required into the depth of reflection in teacher learning 
through blogs. Teacher education designs also need to be predicated on a conception 
of teacher professional identity as a process of personalisation and collaboration, 
where openness to the scrutiny of ideas and experience is valued and promoted; again, 
the key role of the teacher educator in this process should not be underestimated. 
Reconciling this conception with the highly quantified and individually accountable 
teacher professional identity that is taking hold globally is, we contest, a significant 
problem. For collaboration and personalisation to thrive and promote the growth of 
professional knowledge ecologies, individualism must be kept in check. 
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Appendix B: Extracts from module specification 
 
 
 
Contemporary Issues in Teaching and Learning 
 
 
Aims 
• To develop student teachers’ knowledge and understanding of contemporary issues in teaching 
and learning; 
• To critically examine the nature of learning; 
• To develop the skills of teamwork and collaboration in the context of professional learning; 
• To use a range of technological tools in support of student teachers’ professional learning. 
 
Content 
• Inclusion 
• Child development 
• Working with others 
• Assessment for learning 
• Safeguarding including e-safety 
• Equality and diversity 
• Developing digital literacy  
• Pedagogies computational thinking 
• Effective communication through digital media 
• Knowledge and understanding of current curriculum requirements 
• Strategies for effective behaviour management 
 
Assessment 
Task 1 (Collaborative) 
Students will engage in an on-going discussion of essential issues for effective teaching and learning 
in Primary Education today (Blog 1000 word equivalent per student). They will collaborate to 
design and develop an informative web-based resource (3 additional web pages) for fellow student 
teachers that explores an identified issue (2000 word equivalent per student). LO1, 2, 3 and 4  
 
Task 2 (Individual) 
Students will submit an individual evaluation, which will highlight their own contribution to the 
development of the resource and an aspect of their own pedagogical understanding for further 
development (500 words). LO3 
